Stability of the acoustic startle reflex, prepulse inhibition, and habituation in schizophrenia.
Prepulse inhibition (PPI) of the acoustic startle reflex has been proposed as a neurophysiological measure of sensorimotor gating. There is high test-retest reliability of both startle magnitude and PPI in non-psychiatric subjects. The present study examined the stability of the acoustic startle reflex and its modulation in patients with schizophrenia. Startle measurements were performed in 19 chronic schizophrenic patients on stable medications and 24 healthy control subjects, three times at one-month intervals. PPI trials with various intervals between the prepulse and the startle stimulus (30, 60. 120, 240, and 2000 ms) were used. Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) were computed to assess stability. There was a good test-retest reliability of PPI in both schizophrenic patients (Mean ICC: 0.75) and control subjects (Mean ICC: 0.71). Acoustic startle magnitude was the most stable measure across sessions (Mean ICC schizophrenics: 0.89; Mean ICC controls: 0.89). In both groups, a good test-retest reliability was found in the startle latencies. Habituation and prepulse-induced shortening of latencies exhibited moderate stability. Schizophrenic patients exhibited significantly less PPI than control subjects in the 60 ms prepulse condition. This PPI deficit was evident in all three sessions. These results indicate that PPI is a stable neurobehavioral measure in chronic schizophrenic patients in the absence of changes in clinical state.